W alsh et al. 1 explored the relationship between sexual violence, PTSD, and depression among National Guard and Reserve soldiers, finding 27-37 % of women and 4 % of men reported experiencing sexual violence at some point in their lives. Rates of sexual violence during the most recent deployment ranged from 0-2.6 %. Moreover, soldiers who had ever experienced sexual trauma had 3.5-fold higher odds of suffering from PTSD; nearly half of PTSD cases could be attributed to life-time sexual violence. The rate of deployment-related sexual trauma in this population-based cohort is lower than that reported in VA samples.
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A major strength of this study is its large randomized sample that is not drawn from the VA or a treatment-seeking population. That lifetime rates of sexual violence are elevated among female soldiers, and that these experiences increase vulnerability to mental health problems, are important findings both for epidemiological purposes and to enhance treatment efforts.
The assessment of sexual violence was done within the context of screening for 21 different traumatic events, and subjects were asked if they have ever "been raped" or "experienced another kind of sexual assault or unwanted sexual contact as a result of force, threat of harm, or manipulation." As the authors note, this use of single questions may underestimate the prevalence of sexual assault. Further, it would be helpful in future studies to differentiate between childhood sexual abuse and such assault in adulthood. The CDC's Adverse Childhood Events studies have documented a high prevalence of childhood sexual abuse (17.2 % for women and 6.7 % for men). Other research has documented similar or higher rates of childhood sexual abuse, and studies have reported increased risk for individuals with this history for a range of psychiatric and other life difficulties. 3, 4 Future research would benefit from exploring both the timing and context of sexual violence among soldiers, trying to differentiate the contribution of childhood experiences versus sexual trauma that occurred in adulthood but prior to military service.
Walsh and colleagues urge clinicians to assess lifetime sexual violence both in treatment-seeking clients and in all soldiers. While this assessment is likely routine in most psychiatric treatment settings, this research highlights the importance of assessing this domain regularly in primary care settings and in research. Enhancing our ability to conceptualize the many factors that contribute to human suffering is important to improving our assessment and intervention approaches.
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